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… aims to identify, honor 
and publicize good schools

…is an annual competition 
across all 16 federal states 

(since 2006)

… addresses all 
types of schools 

in the system

… aims to set 
quality 

benchmarks for 
good schools

Quality Areas:
Academic achievement; Approach to 

Diversity; Quality of Instruction; 
Responsibility; School Culture; 

School Development

The GERMAN SCHOOL AWARD



Award Winning Schools 
across Germany



How does leadership for successful 
learning show at individual schools?

Which findings can be generalized and are 
transferable to other contexts?

What can school 
leaders learn from 

award winning 
schools for leading 

learning?

What can be added 
to theory building 

on successful 
leadership from the 

research?

Which insights can be derived for 
the professionalization of school 

leaders?

Research into Leadership for Successful Learning 
in Award Winning Schools

RESEARCH QUESTIONS



Up to now not many empirical findings
concerning school competitions and 

school development processes

Also a lack of 
systematic research 

and analyses of school 
competitions

School competitions are held by different institutions 
(e.g. governments, companies, foundations) with 

different emphases (e.g. evaluation of school 
development or types of schools)

school competitions as 
impulse for quality 

development proceses and 
networking

„Schulwettbewerbe … als Möglichkeit der Erkenntnisgewinnung
über die Arbeitsweise der schulischen Praxis.“ (Albers 2016, S. 102) 



Semi-Structured 
Interviews with

teachers, pupils, 
school principal

Document Analysis:

Application for GSA, Evaluation & Laudationes by Jury,

Homepage, Press Articles,  Speeches given by School Principals

Classroom Observation, 
Co-Experiencing School 

Activities and Shadowing 
of School Principal

Grounded Theory 
(Strauss 1991) 

Vignettes (Schratz 
et al. 2012) and 

Anecdotes (Rathgeb 
et al. 2017)

28 schools - three 
days in each 

school

Research into Leadership for Successful Learning
in Award Winning Schools

RESEARCH DESIGN



Teaching is influenced directly and indirectly by 
working conditions and by capacity for innovations. 

(Pietsch, Lücken, Thonke, Klitsche, & Musekamp, 2016; Hallinger, & Heck, 2011; Bell, Bolam, & Cubillo, 2003; 
Hallinger, & Heck, 1998) 

“… leadership is second in strength only to 
classroom instruction.“

(Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004, p. 70)  

Instructional and Transformational 
Leadership

(Hattie, 2014)

Leadership for Learning – What do we know? 



Innovations often 
in the form of 
model tests

(How) Can 
successful 
models be 

transferred into a 
general public?

“Out of conflict”
“Balance 

orientated”
Balance at a school 

is disturbed

How do innovations happen?

Innovation in the educational system

Innovations on 
different levels



Innovation Curve (Rogers)



communication power sanction

signification domination legitimation

Interpretative
scheme

normfacility

(Giddens, 2004: 29)



“It’s normal to be 
different.” 

Our case

“We develop 
personalities.” 

“Here we organize 
quality in a happy 

way.” 

 about 350 students

 40 employed persons in the 
educational staff (teachers, 
teachers for special needs, social 
workers,..)

 nearly 10 % of the students with 
special needs

 Elementary school

 small town 

 nearly 86.000 inhabitants

 build in 1900  



2016 – Anschlusszertifizierung Zukunftsschule SH Stufe 3 (Wir setzen Impulse)

2015 – Preisträger beim „Deutschen Schulpreis“ der Robert-Bosch-Stiftung

2014 – Anschlusszertifizierung Zukunftsschule SH Stufe 3 (Wir setzen Impulse)

2014 – Waldschule als Juror beim Schulpreis von Schleswig-Holstein

2014 – Gewinn beim Partizipationsprojekt Schulhofgestaltung „Grundschule bunter stiften“
2014 – Gewinn bei der bundesweiten Ausschreibung: „Spielen macht Schule“
2014 – Deutscher Arbeitgeberpreis für Bildung (Inklusion)

2013 – nominiert für den deutschen Schulpreis

2013 – European Agency for development in special needs education- zeichnete die Schule als eine von fünf Schulen aus Europa aus,

die für die EU als beispielhafte inklusive Schulen gelten: (Essunga-Schweden; Wien-Österreich; Ljubljana-Slowenien; Valetta- Malta;

Waldschule- Deutschland)

(2012-2014) – Eingeladener Teilnehmer am Exzellenzforum des Deutschen Schulpreises

2012 – 1. Preis – Kulturstiftung der Länder „Kinder zum Olymp!“ in der Kategorie „Kulturelles Schulprofil“
2012 – Anschlusszertifizierung Zukunftsschule SH Stufe 3 (Wir setzen Impulse)

2012 – Robert Bosch-Stiftung – Deutscher Schulpreis erneut unter den 50 besten Schulen Deutschlands

2011 – Robert Bosch-Stiftung – Deutscher Schulpreis unter den 50 besten Schulen Deutschlands

(2011-2013) – Eingeladener Teilnehmer am Exzellenzforum des Deutschen Schulpreises

2011 – Auszeichnung durch den Bildungsminister des Landes Schleswig – Holstein für herausragende pädagogische Arbeit

2011 – prämiert und aufgeführt in der deutschen Inklusionslandkarte

2011 – Integrationspreis des Landes Schleswig-Holstein

2010 – Zukunftsschule SH in der höchsten Kategorie Stufe 3 (Wir setzen Impulse)

2010 – SINUS-Projektschule

2010 – Bertelsmann-Stiftung – Jakob Muth – Preis

2010 – Preisträger als Teilnehmer beim Kulturpreis 2009 der Kulturbrücke – Wetterbilder – Sturmflut auf Papier; grenzüberschreitend mit

den Künstlern Johannes Caspersen und Rick Towle

2009 – Preis als Kulturaktive Schule

2008 – Referenzschule des Landes-Schleswig Holstein
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Awards of the school



Problem of dealing with heterogeneous 
classes 

Dramatic decrease 
in student 
enrollment

Lost of trust of the 
parents

Nearly close-down of the school

New principal in 2005/06 

The start of the journey – or the point of the tunraround 

area with high unemployment rates and 
socioeconomically deprived parents 



How can we involve 
students with 

special needs for a 
long term? 

Which concepts are 
helpful for difficult 

situations in the 
classrooms?

How can we change our image in the 
public perception?

The start of the journey
Five questions 

How to teach in heterogeneous learning 
groups?

How can we become attractive for 
socioeconomically not deprived parents 

and students?



Breaking up the 
time structures for 
new individual self-
regulated learning 

processes 

Human Resource 
Development for 

inclusive teaching 
and self-regulated 
learning processes

Strategic Marketing for making 
successful projects visible & 

Participating in contests as an 
impulse for school improvement

Clear Cut and decision for an new inclusive approach 

Introduction of inter-year classes 
Intentional heterogeneous learning groups 

- Diversity as a visible added value



• Strategic Management and Marketing

• Clear (pedagogical) vision and strategy

• Clear structured pedagogical concept

• Responsibility and trust 

• Culture of trust and appreciation

• “There is nothing that can not be done.”

• The whole school as space for learning 
and living (e. g student lying on the 
floors)



• Professional Circus with teachers as 
artists and public audience

• Music Classes with Opera singer

• Regional artists work with children in 
the school

• Producing a calender

• Participation in different competitions 
e.g. reading

• Running day

• New canteen

• Theater workshops

• Students produce commercials with 
professionals 

• Kiosk run by students

• Mediation by students for students

• Library for tools run by students

• …

A collection of some projects of the past 10 years 



Continuous quality 
managementSeveral prices won 

Stop for enrollments of students from 
other districts because of the high 

rates of the own district 

Currently 

Rate of inclusion btw. 97 % and 100 % 
Growth of the enrollment of students from 

approx.. 220 up to approx.. 330 



Anecdote: „He‘s a real manager.“

Mrs. Weber proudly tells us that 150 children from other school districts are
enrolled at her school. "And without the concept that he developed, which is
not that typical for school, these 150 children would not be here at all, for
example, this is his main responsibility, namely to get them to us" says Frau
Weber. Having been in the newspapers, Mr. Taylor was known by the
teachers long before they started working at that school. Mrs. Miller laughs:
"Yes, that's simply how he is." The headmaster regularly ensures that their
school is present in the public and that the various events are displayed in
newspapers. "He's a real manager, one has to say, he has got amazing skills
and abilities, that's his great strength," says Mrs. Weber, fixing a point in the
distance with her eyes. The children are then in the hands of the teachers
and "... within the framework conditions he is no longer interfering,"
concludes Mrs. Weber in a satisfied voice.



Data Analysis



Findings Are Clustered into Theoretical Categories Called Families 

The principal‘s action shows in...

Example family

...keeping the balance...

• ...between hierarchies.

• ...of structures.

• ...between different interests.

• ...of resources.

Example family

… allowing help...

•...at the creation of lessons.

•...during the realization of projects.

•...from parents.

•...from external places.



“‘Leadership for learning as experience’ means negotiating experiential spaces against the
background of structuring conditions while respecting the mutually agreed pedagogical
concept and enduring leaders’ own experiences and those of the people they lead, which
can be joyful but also painful.” (Ammann 2018, in press)

„Take the risk, break the rules!“
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